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Abstract 
Family and intergenerational research in recent decades has been marked with an increase in scientific interest in the 
problem of adult child-parent relationships and their role in individuals‟ lives across their life span. With the 
increasing number of studies on this issue, the need for a classification of adult child-parent relationships seems to 
be extremely relevant. This paper gives a brief introduction to the evolution of child-parent relationships in 
adulthood and makes an attempt to define the main features of adult child-parent relationships which could be used 
as a basis for their possible classification. 
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1. Introduction 
   The central role of child-parent relationships in a person's ontogenesis has been the focus of a huge number of 
studies since the 19th century, in line with the development of dynamic theories of personality. However, for a long 
time, the significance of these relationships was connected with childhood and the teenage period only, and further 
periods in the life cycle were very seldom mentioned. It has only been in recent decades that various studies have 
shown the importance of child-parent relationships in adulthood and their key role across the individual‟s life span 
(e.g. Cicirelli, 1983; Troll, 1982; Troll & Fingerman, 1996; Eisenhandler, 1992; Bengston, 2001). A great deal of 
attention has been paid to both the sociological aspects of these relationships, such as the frequency of contact, 
material help and geographical distance (e.g. Rossi & Rossi, 1990; Lye, 1996), and the psychological aspects, e.g. 
levels of attachment, feelings and attitude (e.g. Cicirelli, 1991; Troll & Fingerman, 1996). The influence of adult 
child-parent relationships on the mental health and psychological distress of both parents and their offspring has also 
been explored (e.g. Knoester, 2003; Milkie, Bierman & Schieman, 2008).  
   Meanwhile, to the question of why adult child-parent relationships have now become an important issue to both 
sociologists and psychologists, a variety of answers can be given. One that seems the most convincing is the 
dethronement of the idea of the nuclear family, which is assumed to have broken the traditional intergenerational 
family ties (e.g. Bengston, 2001) from the sociological point of view and the strong position of the system approach 
and attachment theory with regard to the family in psychology. This combination has provided a new explanation 
for intergenerational relationships and the family cycle. This significant interest in adult child-parent relationships in 
both sociology and psychology can provide an integrated view of these relationships.  
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   Furthermore, the current findings paint a diverse and even sometimes controversial portrait of these relationships. 
Some studies have shown predominantly positive feelings within adult child-parent dyads (e.g. Rossi & Rossi, 1990; 
Bengston, 2001) while others have emphasised the ambivalent nature of these relationships (e.g. Spitze & Gallant, 
2004). What causes such different results? One possible answer is connected with the absence of a system for the 
basic classification of adult child-parent relationships, which led to a mixture of different types of relationship in one 
study. The suggestion made in this paper is that, in order to understand this issue, the classification of these 
relationships (including both their sociological and psychological aspects) must be made. This classification may 
provide a platform for research on adult child and parent relationships, as it will provide an understanding of the 
basic differences which accompany these relationships. The purpose of this paper is to point out the main features of 
the relationships which can be used as the basis for such a classification. As the story of adult child-parent 
relationships goes back to the period when a child is born, it seems to be extremely important to look at the main 
changes which occur in these relationships when the child becomes an adult. 
 
2. The evolution of child-parent relationships in adulthood 
 
2.1. From merging to separation 
 
   When a child is born, his or her parents are the first people that he or she meets, and their influence on the child‟s 
life is enormous. Infancy is the period in which the emotional and physical ties between a child and his or her 
parents are strongest, and when child-parent relationships can be characterised by high levels of dependence and 
bonding with the parents, especially the mother (Varga, 2011). During this period, attachment bonds are being 
established. The theory of attachment (Bowlby, 1973) emphasises the importance of secure and caring relationships 
for the normal development of the child. The loss of the attachment figure is accompanied by anxiety and grief, 
which can lead to problems in the child‟s social and emotional development. This means that strong attachment ties 
with parents are a necessary condition for the mental health of the future adult (Bowlby, 1973).  
   However, as time goes by and the child grows up, he or she moves towards independence and separation from his 
or her parents. The act of separation entails an important change in the family system: the adult child is now 
differentiated from the parents and acquires the status of being an adult, which makes the child the equal of his or 
her parents. The parents and their children now share the role of adults (Eisenhandler, 1992; Budinayte & 
Khamitova, 2006). This process has an important impact on adult children and their parents, as they start acting 
more like “partners”, and express respect and care for each other, without being dependent on one another.  
   Individuation theory (Heike, 2008) relies on similar ideas of the dynamics of connectedness and individuality from 
childhood to adulthood. First described in terms of adolescents, this idea was then applied to adult children. 
Connectedness is considered to be “respect for the parents, the desire to please them, self-disclosure, a sense of 
obligation to the family and a feeling of attachment to the parents”, while individuation is usually seen as 
“separateness”, characterised by “independence from parental authority, the construction of a self separate from 
parental influence, a change from unilateral authority to cooperation and a change in perceptions – from „parents as 
figures‟ to „parents as persons‟ – combined with de-idealization” (Heike, 2008, p. 381). Heike (2008) proposed the 
individuation model, which includes connectedness and individuality and their emotional, cognitive and behavioural 
aspects. Emotional connectedness entails affection and admiration, cognitive connectedness reflects life-long 
reliability and behavioural connectedness is measured by “being intimate and enjoying each other‟s companionship” 
(Heike, 2008, p. 382). Emotional individuality is expressed as freedom from anger and guilt (conflictual 
dependence), cognitive changes in the child‟s attitude towards the parent (e.g. de-idealisation), and behavioural 
changes in the symmetrical structure of the relationship. Whereas connectedness is assumed to be stable at a high 
level, individuality (or “separateness”) is believed to increase over the course of adolescence and early adulthood.     
   Although the concepts of connectedness and individuality are very close to those of merging and separation, there 
are still some differences in their definitions which must be pointed out: merging and separation are mostly 
connected with emotional and physical independence or dependence. Connectedness is linked to the movement of 
actors towards each other, while merging is not necessarily associated with this concept. Adult child-parent 
relationships can include a high level of merging, both when children have respect for their parents and the desire to 
please them and when they are cutting off all possible contact with their parents. Thus, separation means emotional 
and physical autonomy and the ability to construct one‟s own life, both for adult children and their parents, without 
breaking off relations with one another. However, the emotional and physical separation which occurs when family 
members are partners and have equal roles neither guarantees a high level of interpersonal contact throughout their 
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lives nor reflects how the parents and children really feel about each other. These aspects will also depend on the 
history and development of the child-parent relationship. 
 
2.2. Communication strategies 
 
   Every family is a unique system with its own rules and traditions. When a child is born, he or she becomes a part 
of this system and little by little adapts to it. Communication is one of the most important aspects of the family 
system (Varga & Budinayte, 2005; Bowen, 2008). Every member of the family is a part of the family 
communication process, which the child cannot resist. The communication process consists of external and internal 
aspects. The external aspects include the frequency of contact within the family, its duration and intensity and the 
purpose of such contact (to provide information, to build stronger ties inside the family, to express emotions etc.). 
The internal aspects provide a clue to the inner motives which lie beneath this communication. They can be 
measured by the openness of the communications of each member, his or her congruency, the level of manipulation 
etc. All of these aspects form a unique model of communication which is appropriate for the specific family. As the 
child experiences these patterns of communication from an early age, he or she assimilates them and reproduces 
them in the future. It seems to be fairly difficult to change these patterns if nothing else in the family changes 
dramatically. So the communication strategies formed in childhood become the basis of the future communication 
patterns. It is, however, also obvious that the communication between adult children and their parents differs from 
that of children and their parents, due to some objective reasons such as geographical distance and various other 
social relationships. Therefore, it can be assumed that the adult child-parent communication strategies are a 
combination of the patterns which were formed in childhood and the results of major changes which these 
relationships have undergone during the lives of the parents and their children. Generally, communication strategies 
reflect the way in which adult children and their parents communicate with each other and the interpersonal 
relationships they have established. These aspects constitute an important contribution to adult child-parent 
relationship studies.  
   However, these strategies do not provide us with any information on how both adult children and their parents 
really feel about each other. Frequent social contact and material help as well as emotional support can be indicators 
of mutual respect and love, or emotional dependence and ambivalence or simply social responsibility. In order to 
understand these relationships in greater depth, we need to add one more important feature which will reflect the 
intrapersonal attitudes within an adult child-parent pair.   
 
2.3. Personal attitude 
 
   Child-parent relationships, from their origin and throughout life, are very different from all other kinds of 
relationships, e.g. partners, family and friends, regardless of how close other relationships may be (Troll & 
Fingerman, 1996). Child-parent relationships constitute a very special type of relationship in which every human is 
personally involved. However, the way in which adult children and their parents treat each other in the context of 
their relationships is strongly connected with the logic of the families they come from. Orlov (1996) suggests that 
there are two types of family – the person-centred family and the socio-centred family. Person-centred families are 
characterised by high levels of attention paid to the personality of the child and his or her inner world, respect for his 
or her needs and values and unconditional acceptance of his or her individuality. In contrast, socio-centred families 
are more likely to neglect the child‟s needs and values, be more ambivalent in their relationships and tend to accept 
the child only if he or she shares the parents‟ point of view. The socio-centred family is based on the social roles of 
each family member, while in the person-centred family, every member is treated as an individual. As the level and 
the quality of relationships are formed during childhood, and because family members tend to maintain the same 
attitudes throughout their life span (Troll & Fingerman, 1996), we assume that when the child becomes an adult, the 
child and his or her parents will have the same sort of relationship. This means at first glance that relationships 
based on roles and relationships based on individuality will continue to be the same for the adult children and their 
parents. However, the fact that change and development occur must not be underestimated. As time passes, both 
adult children and their parents may change in terms of the way in which they approach each other and their 
attitudes. This means that socio-centred families may still turn into person-oriented ones in terms of the members‟ 
attitudes to each other. This is connected not only with the problem of development but also with the general logic 
of relationships. When adult children achieve the status of being “grown-ups”, they become equal to their parents 
and this means that a total review of their previous attitudes is required. Eisenhandler (1992) has given a marvellous 
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example of how these problems are reflected in plays across the centuries. She points to the central moment in a 
play when “parents and children must face each other without recourse to roles – when they must come to terms 
with fidelity and treachery, love and contempt, the strong and weak moral qualities of the people they have all 
become” (Eisenhandler, 1992, p. 244).  
 
3. The key characteristics of adult child-parent relationships: some tips for possible classification 
   With the acquisition of the new status of “adult”, both children and their parents change their behaviour and ways 
of life. The transformation of child-parent relationships in adulthood is a combination of “continuations of early 
relationships” (e.g. Rossi & Rossi, 1990) and the totally new aspects which come from the family cycle. Thus, one 
of the central aspects of these relationships is the separation of adult children from their parents. As mentioned 
above, this process of separation normally begins with the birth of a child and continues with the way in which the 
child grows up (Varga, 2011). However, the pivotal moment in the separation process begins in adolescence and 
young adulthood when a child establishes his or her own life. Such separation normally results in two types of 
change – structural and emotional (Varga, 2011). Structural separation implies geographical and social changes 
which happen between parents and their adult children and usually result in the children leaving their parents‟ home, 
e.g. moving to another house or getting married. Emotional separation means a partnership in which parents and 
children experience “adult-adult” relationships without a hierarchy or emotional dependence (Varga, 2011). The 
failure of this separation process leads to a high level of anxiety and emotional tension within the relationship, and 
this usually has fairly negative consequences for the adult children, such as the inability to build one‟s own family, 
dependency and a loss of identity, which is especially relevant for Russian families (Varga, 2011).  
   The second important aspect of these relationships is communication. When most adult children start living 
separately from their parents, the amount of contact they have with them starts to decrease, compared to the time 
when they lived together. At the same time, the quality of the communication between them can remain at the same 
level as or it can change. This is an important aspect, which can provide a clue to adult child-parent relationships.    
   Personal attitude is the third important aspect that provides us with an understanding of the feelings which adult 
children and their parents have for each other, such as love, hate, joy, irritation and ambivalence. Personal attitudes 
also show whether parents and their adult children treat each other as personalities or solely according to their 
family roles. 
 
 
4. Conclusions & recommendations 
 
   In summarising the observations made in this paper, three main aspects of adult child-parent relationships can be 
pointed out: 
 The level of separation of adult children from their parents; 
 The strategy of communication between adult children and their parents; 
 Their personal attitudes towards each other. 
   This separation includes structural (physical) and emotional elements. The communication strategy can be 
described in terms of social aspects of communication (the frequency of social contact, the reasons for 
communication) and its quality (the openness and the congruence of the communication). Personal attitudes can be 
considered as positive, negative or ambivalent, and are based on either personality or social roles. 
   These features can be used as a basis for the classification of adult child-parent relationships. A pilot study is 
recommended for the establishment of a classification system based on the features described in this paper. Future 
research on adult child-parent relationships based on these relationship types is needed. 
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